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. THE INFORMATION SUPPORT SYSTEM
MAHAGEMENT INFORMATION FOR PROBLEM SOLVING

Nancy A. Mead

There are a nun‘ber of reasons, for sharing our experience in develop:‘fng and
implementing the Information Suppo;.:t System (ISS), a management information
system for t.?le National Drug Education .ngram. First,)we made a lot of
mistakes and learned a gf’eat deal in the proeess; some pf this can certainly ‘
be passed on‘ to others., Ar:other reason is that our system ha; scrre innovative
approaches that are ‘readily adaptarble to a wide ;rariety of situations. Fi;lally,
I think some of the philosophical imderpinniﬁgs of the system are unique and

anw—y

worthy of discussion.

The.tfational Drug Education Program ' r

Before T begin to discuss the ISS itself, I need to provide sqre background
regarding the National Drug Educata.gn Proéram (NDEP) . This is essgntial
because the ISS was designed not only to meet the needs of the NDEP but also
to mirror sufe of its ifuportant goals and premises‘.. It is importarit .i‘:hat .
the metheds 1for collecting information no: only yield the n-eeded data!but also *
that the system be congruent with the dlvea.:all program philosophy, For example,
a prcgram orier:ed toward providing specific sexvices }:o a well identified
population lends itself to a quantitative reporting system; a program directed
at responding to locally identified r;‘—eds in a variety of areas lends itself

to a more flexible system. - ’

The wational Drug Education Program was established in 1970 within the U.S.
Office of Dducation for the purpose of supporting drug abuse prevention
programs for youth. 'I'En‘e program recogniizes that there is no single approach

-

for s:olving the durg problem. Since drug abuse problems in the inner city are
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of nationhal program strategies.

not the same as those in the suburbs, it is necessary to develpp projects i
based on specific local needs. Not only are different drugs being abused,
but different social institut}.ons inflquence the youth. In some commnities
the home and church, provide strong direction for young people; in other
comunities peer yroups and schools are more prominent. “In order for a
project to be effective, the conmunity must define its own particular problem
and assess its resources. And because the drug scene changes so quick]:y and
in such complex ways, it is necessary for project developers to expériment

with new approaches and to measure their effectiveness.

On a national basis, the NDEP accepts the fact that there is no one strategy
for dealing with the drug problem. For tlis reason they have launched a
variety of different approachés. These have included: 1) major -‘training and J
coozdiua;ifion programs within State Deparh‘rentso of Education, 2) Ewollege and
camunity based derronstrat:.on projects, 3} innovative school based projects,

4) short term traJ.nJ.ng and long term demonstration projects for preservice drig
education in Schools of Lducation, and 5} training and follow-Up assistance

for comaunity and school drﬁg prevention teams. Adnitt,edli}, some of 1-:11.1.5
variety is dve to the chanéing priorities of congress anc the administration.

nowaver, it is p_rimarﬁy the result of creatively experimenting with a number

Within all oﬁ this variation, the HDEP must manage and account for all of 1ts
activities, a task which J:equires several types of J’..nfc?rm?ti?ﬁ. First, there
15 the unending need' for ciuanj:itativq_ information which feeds into the various
program planniny and budgeting processes and are utilized during congressional -

[l

and executive branch hearings. Secondly, there is need for information for




proje.ct monitoriny, particularly data on‘project activities and financialx
matters. Finally, the NDEP is a demonstration program. With a budget which

at its ha;ight approximated only 13 million dollars annually, the program

has no possibility of substantially reducing drug abuse. It therefore has | /
a responsibility to experinent with strategies and to document results for

those populations that the program cannot hope to reach directly.

. —
In addition to these rather typical information requirements for federah
programs, dDEP strives to establish a facilitative relationship betwsen the
program and the projects. These relationships involve mutual problem solving,

where both successes and failures contribute to future strategies.

Kl

The Information Support System

In response to both these sets of needs, the ISS was i':'{esigned to servp: three
functions: . .
Z ,
1) To provide management jnformation for program monitoring and decision
raking; .
2) ,To provide information for project growth and development; and

3} To document project activities for identifying successful strategies.

The wajor cowponents of the ISS are: 1) the Project Growth Record which
provides a tool for project self-evaluation and for commumication bet':s'eén
HUEP Project Officers and Project Directors; 2) the Quarterly Project Sunmary
which provides. quantitative and adsﬁ.inistrativ;a data for program management
and‘ for congress and the administration; and 3) the Shared Experience Bank,

 the prime vehicle for infon?mally sharing projecE activities. —
[<d »

'The Project Growth Record is nwde up of four single reporting foxrmats which
record quarterly the progress of each project. These are provided in Appendix A.
5 7 | '
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The essence of the lfroject Growth Record is a management ’by objectives approach
cambined with discrepancy evaluation. It asks each project to lay out an

5\ction Plan for each major project area. The information is laid out in three

colums indicating what activities are planned, for whom, in order to change
what need or condition. At the end of each quarter, a project provides an
Aocc;mplishmmt Report in each major project area, again in a three column
format, indicating what spécific activities were accamplished, for whom, with
what progress toward changing specific needs 0{; conditions. These formats
allow for a systematic gamparison between thq pﬂ‘n and the accomplishmencs,

thereby providing an immeciate self-evaluation report for the project, as well

*

as a simple narrative on project operations for the NDEP Project Officer.

-
A 3

Qucwever, additional reporting is necessary to pursue the important prohlem
solvmg emphas1s of the program. Therefore, on the back of each Accorrpllsment
Report, the project records its erth Report for the quarter In a loose

narrat:.ve format the project indicates what problems they encountered in each

lgroject area and what they learned from their experience. This is followed

by a Change Report in which the project provides a ‘aarrativ'é‘"-indiéafmg any
changes they intend to 1m.t1ate Finally, on the back of each Change Report
the project f£ills out a new Action Plan, which includes the activities for

the coming quarter, 'incorporating any project changes. ’I;his becoes the new
baseline, against which the next quarter's accomplisments are ocrrpared
Visualize a Pm;ect Growth Reocrd which is d.w:.ded by major project ‘areas

and which builds quarter-by-qq&rter with Accomplishment Reports, Growth Reporl:s,

/
Change Reports and Action Plans?*

TN -4~ w -
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-
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In addition to the Project Growth Record, projects are also requir.ied to f£ill ~+

. out a Quarterly Project Summary. This admittedly unexciting report asks for

J
- information.on staff, budget and quantitative outputs of the project (e.q.

nurber of people'trainedy) for the quarter. This feeds into important
administrative reports for the program. This report is fle:::ible and changes
from time to time ag the needs of the oa:f:.ce change. For exarrple, we modlflecl
the report when ... needed to start gettmg pro;ect staff data by $ex and. job

p051t10n in oxder to meet our equal opportunity reporting requirements.

The final component of the gystem is the Shared Experience Bank. Thi_s-mechanism

was added to provide af; ixifonﬂal commnidation network between individual ‘
projects. It sets up a process whereby pro;ects voluntarily submlt materials

they have developed or descriptions of s:.gmf:.cant experlences, both succe,sses o

and fa::.lu.res, which they would like to share w:.th other pro;er;ts in the program »

This paper network facilitates personal contacts between projects With similar

]

problems or activities.

'; a . b L0
Reports o :
- . ot it
These c:mpomnts, the iject Growth Record, the Quarterly Project Surrrnaxy
and t-.he Shared Bxp.r:.enm Bank, prov:.de the input for a series of reports
that meet the Va.m.ous needs iventified m‘ the begmnmg of the article. As '

indicated earl:.er, the PrOJect Growth Record is organized in, such a way. that b

N
B
L

t'.he act. of fJ.llmg ot the forms provides an urmeda.ate reROrl: The COITP&I‘J.SDH
of plans and accomplishments pmvides a means for self—evaluatlon for the

project and a prog'ress report for t-.he NDEP Project Officer

L, - -
.

There are also & series of sumary veports which meet a variety of information

) " ; -
needs. The Quarterly Project Summary is summarized by region and by national

2
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totals to pm\ude quankitative data for program management and external requests
for mfomatfon The NDEP Project Officers may use regional reports teo 1dent1fy
.the strong and weak projects within their asslgx}ed region. They may use the

‘national reports to gaugé their projects against national trends.

The narrative mater?él in the Project Growth Record is coded by activity type,
target group, intendee outcames and goals, and then sumarized in a murber of
ways. First, concise project profiles are developed, including all the )

¢ activities, target groups, outcomes apd goals for each préjecl:. Secondly;,
several indices are created: by‘ activity type, target érou?, outcares and
goals. These may be used in a number of ways- 1) to 1dent1fy activity types
which are being utll:.zed 2) “to carpare ta.rget groups in terms of degrae of P
representat‘lon, 3) to indicate types of outocmes attanpted and 4) to descr:be
types of project goals. Besides descrlbmg national trends, the mc'h.ces may’
be used to 1dent1fy amd link’ pro;]ects mvolved in sinfilar aitlva.tles or w:.th
smu.lar target groups These data may also be analyzed over*}tme to measure
program impact. The ISS was orxgmally designed to include an evaluation

oomponent Although this glement was dropped .the system gtill has the potent:.al

for evaluatlve analyses

L}

System Develomant, I@lenentatmn‘ and Ma:.r;tenanc:e

-
Besides the structure. of the sysxcemt 1t is _important to 1dent1fy some details. . -

of .the development, implementatmn and mmtenance of the system In the
sp:.r:.t of problgm solvmg I would like to share with you some of the problems,

* as well as some of the solutians we J:eached. The ISS was™ developed and O
J.mplenented under contract<with a management oonsulting firm; E. F. Shelley
and Company of Washmgton D.C. The key aspect of our contractual relationship

was continuous interactlon between the contractor and Ehe progran. Th:.s
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potential reporting problens.

&
o

- - ! . T

element was essential because systems development canlot be accomplished in
a vacuuam., Progra:ﬁ input was necessary td identify information requirements.
Another importhnt element of the developent prooess was f‘ield testing the
system and begmnmg to establish feelings of ownership with the pro;}ram
staff and the projects. Projects halpecf&dentify informa:c.ion soufces and

-

Tplementation began with building a relationship between the program: and

../
the projects through the :mformation system. Im.tial oontacts mre unoertam

and hesitant, and expectedly so. Information systems aré mherent:ly distasteful
to projects; they involve add:i.tional danands In the process of ﬁorieritation, .
the tequ&a&flqalmg witll indifferent or negative attitides is critical
Stxong program support for ’the system is necessary, at"all program levels.

The program director must be v131bly omm:.tted to the systiem. Each Pr03ect
Officer must remforoe, on a regular basis, this pcint of view. ‘I‘raining is
also J.rnportant We developed a day long training session for-all Project .

DirectOrs cn the system This was backed\ up by written material, prmted in

the front of each Project Growth Record.

Préojects axe likely to need help in their initial adoption of the system.
This requires mdividual consultation with rxespect. to-specific problem areas

level of skill in program planning and :mformation collection. 'I'h:.s assuption

" and evalugtion. Like most information systems, the I8S presupposes a ‘certain

or situations We used two . approaches for -this. First, we trained the NDEP
Project Officers to be "experts” in the system, thus reinforcing our efforl; to
give the” Project Officers omerslup in the; System. Secondly, we establishéd .. -

/
a rowp of oonsultants who were skilled :Ln program plam:.ng, :mformation systtans

o
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. was not always Va.lld For exanple, our college based pro;]ects were deVelopeE’

and mplenented by students who had“ little pmgralmng experlenc:e The o

. consultants a551sted pro;]ects with general plann:.ng and management problms,

’

" leading to the"speciflc skills necessary for the ISS reporting.

Lo
let me reenphasue the fact that a new system never goes smoothly at first.

'+ Ve cannot expect projects to mnpdlately see the "utility" of such Jan'apprgach.

The_maintenance of the system is a function of the extent to which the program

and projects both £ind that the system meets some of their important information

K This is a develpmen&xl process. First':, it requires providing Qu‘geful

——

feedback from the system. Projects and program staff must receive réports in
formats that are easy. to-read,_ u.'oseful. for their needs, and timely. Another
important aspe;bt, particularly inj.t:iall‘._y..r is the need for feedback on the
feel:lbélclc.: Projects and program staffs ﬁ‘eed\-‘to be shown how to read the reports,

how to locate useful data, how to use the re for a variety of purposes.

. We used an approach. of promdmg short written analyses of the data, pointing

out mporl:ant trends. Group briefnlgs and frequent“mdwldual consultatlms

were also conducted - . . .

) . }
+ Tardiness is a major systems maintenance problem. ILate receipt of information

leads to latke reporl: production, which leads to out~of-date reports, which
leads right back to low incentives for getting the information in on time
Ou.r1 experience bears out $he dennraliz'i.ng nature of this cycle. This situation -
is probably best alleviated by rigidly enforcing due datgs. _ .

. | - ' &
Adaptations . . T« A
Aut this point, I think it is important to note that the system can be -adapted i

to a variety of situations. This is evidenced by several adaptations which
~

¥
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were made of the system within the NDEP. First, the system was adapted to be ™

* WP supported vegional training centers which provided training and 'technical
' ass:.?tance to teams of J.ndJ.vz.duals fmm cmmumtl.es frcm all over the Umted
States. Up to 1,000 teams haves‘been tramed during the course of a year

It was 1mportant for the NDE‘.P to measure the overall results of this major . -

) each tearn In any case, follcw-up was the respcﬁsz.b:.llty of ths tmlnmg

used with-the Help Communities Help Themselves Program. In this effort, the
“ ’ ~

[ -3 2

sffort, bu} ‘it was impossible for the prograrn to monitor the activities of

_centers. The system was modified for use by g:.hs. programand the tram:mg
cem.;ers. The centers mcluded action plannmg as an rtant part of the
traj,nir:g sequence and used pmgress reporting to determine needs for technical
assistance. Smnar:.es of reporl:s were prov:.ded to the,-NDEP for detem:.nmg 2

overail effect:aveness of the effort. The. ISS was smpl:.fl.ed for a smaller

training effort directed taqard teams from Sthools of Iilucation Even some

t
w

of our orJ.g:Lnal training and, ue.rrpnstrat:.on pro;]ects adapted the technique for-

their own purposes, especially State anartme.nt of Education programs who found

it useful for monitoring their ¢wn statewide eIforfts The 'ideas are adaptable,

therefore, to a variety of contexts..
’ }

lmderlymcr Piulosoghz o ‘ : o4

*u
el

It is difficult to tell hcw much cf our phikosophy about J.nformata‘on systems ~ )
was J.nposed on the ISS and how much of it evolved from our experiche with the

s;stem Howevey, I th:mk it is J.rq:ortant to identify some of these asstmptl.ons

First, we have a ba.as toward a naturalistic type: of _mfo;matlon system.

JReading a Projecl’:, Growth Record is not like reading a typical management gh e

information report. It is primarily a narrative, with some structure inposed

‘{tt;oug‘h_not* necessarily followed). This makes for “di £ficult- summarizing and

¢ ’—e._»,:_ . . .'yﬁ c

we a
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analyzing, but I believe it comes closer to the type of i?mfomai{:ion"wiaich is
. ruseful at the prdject and program operations level.’ e are all natural
. ‘ i_nfom::im Processors; We- are constantly making plans and checking our own
progress. But somehow, when this all becomes concretized in a'}typical
management in:format-ion system the results are disasterous. One of our basic

strategias igyto try to,tap this natura’:l‘.‘ process.and capitalize on it in a

way that is useful to people at many levels in A program.

"A second assumption underlying the system is an emphasis on the"prlsbletn solving
process and faciliif’.atim It is not expected that pr03ects le,l accarpll.sh
Eythlnig _!,:hat is ..aet out, J.I'l" their act:.on plans. However, the proijécts are'
_expected to set plans, check out tl}el.r own progress and make approprlate changes. * »
This is accountability for a Ero'cess, not a specific product. Critical to this -
process is a w:.llmgness to share mf@matlm, both posa.tlve and negative,
. w:.thin thig systém, those rece:.v:.ng mfonnatim have a respons;b:.l:.ty to assist |,

. those prov1d1ng mf“nnatn.on in theJ.r problem solvmg process.

e —— ., o

L

Fmaily, a tlurd premlse of rthf.e system is a people centered approach. The

focus of the sy5tem at all levels is on the target group, "out there" and how
_the available resources can Lest be d).rect:ed towaxd meetmg those needs, Tlu.s
allows a vanéty of’ groups with cu.ffere.xt func;tions and dlfferent capab:.l:.t:.es

to’ cooperatlvely dJ.rect the:.r efforts tcmar_d a single end. .
The develupmeﬁt and imxﬁenéntation of the Information Suppoit System p&:ovided

""a tesl.mg ground £or tll%ese assxmpt:.ms, as well as for the ¢verall ph:.losophy

v
of the National Drug Educat:.on Program.’ Not all of our expectatlms were wet, .-

but the experience provided us with sée new ingights into the function of
mforr@}:lon in prov:.d:.ng a fac:.l:.tat:.ve envlromrent for Irrutual Federal—local

. o,
problem solving. N ' o >
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The following material, extracted fram a quarterly report from the Awareness
louse project in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, is evidence of our scccess:

Our attitude on reporting to supporting acencies has been that it is

a necessary and distasteful, time-consuming task,’and ‘that; we gained '“

nothing for our own ordanization. With a change in attitude, i.e.,

a an_oppcrtun’ity to closely look at ourselves as well as the .‘{nﬁclverrent

- of all of our staff—--each repcrtmg on his axea of interest and activity,

¥

we now see this process as prcv:.dmg us with vaJ.uable information.
- \

'Fomerly no one on our staff wanted 'to do the reporting. Now that
the. task has been divided amorty our entire staff, the report writing
. has caused us all to look at ourselves and rake concrete plans out

!“v—l
of fcrmerly scattered J.deas. m are enysz.asuc'

Formexly we Gid not use the reporting technique as a learning tool
for ourselves., We find in trying it for the first t:me that we have~.
looked at many nes areas of our wcrk separately and as part cf a

' wirole prOCess. We suspect that thlS act:.v:.ty will continue to keep 4

~uscaware of what:.,we are actuelly doing, and the mvclvenent of evexyone

on this project will set up new lineg. of ccmunication.

I
. f(
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PROJCCT GROWTH RECORD .
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—— | ACTION PLAN

.

- : ' : I covering
p CHECK CATEGORY OF SERVICE: DIRECT PERSONAL SERVICES INDIRECT PERSONAL SERVICES to | .
.\ ) ) mo. day JT. o,  diy 3T
EDUCATION AND TRAINING - INTER~ORCANIZATIONAL SERVICES PROJECT MANAGEMENT./ . ‘ X
: - OPERATIONS

* Please return @ copy of this form

Ple.,se describe what w,'ou plan to accOmphsh in thxs categcry of service dining the next
~nttached to your Quarterly Sumriary

quart:rs Include just one Jdistinct activity® per lage. {¥as listad on yowr Activity Overview)

- : e “for this quarter.
WHAT YOU PLAN TO DO and WHEN . : TO WHOM WHAT SHOULD BE DIFEERENT
For each of the principle activitles that you . Describe who you plan to affect. influence o;\nvolve In terms of these people, what are the conditions or needs ,
listed in this category on the Activity Overview, ~during the coming quarter? Give numbers; est‘lmates that you are trying to affect or change with "'-'h“ 3"-“}?’“?’
what are the main events or tasks that you plan to are fipe, . 'l:.lt;taﬁ dﬁ;‘ﬂ'ibe these co\?rglttx?:lm in terms of ﬁb:fm': b:ndo
i ; ? 3 ? — after’ or instance, what do you assume them to be now
accomplish this quarter? When will they ommj"’ . > " | what do yon expect will be diffevent by the end of quarter
; . - ; WHO: ’ {HOW MANY: ;
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Prosect.

Actidty

ACCOMPLISHMENT

CHICTH CATICORY OF SIRVICL: D DIRECT PLRSONAL SERVIC[S
) D FDUCATION AND TRAINING D INTER-OP GM\{?ATIO\'.-’\L ‘)[RV{CES

Yetivity Oveniey o)

Ile.oe describe 1 I :t L cvonmpliched in the activities included uudr.-r this category of sendoe
vk the post qieartes, Frolude et one cllsl.mct dctivity per page. ‘"as hslcd in )ou:

L3

D‘ INDIRECT PERSONAL SERVICES
PROJLCT MANAGEMENT/

QPERATIONS

REPORT

covering

- 0 i
Wo,  day 5 ma. an Ye

Please retum a copy of this form ;
attached to your Qaarterly Summary
for this quarter. :

TO WHOM

WHAT PROGRESS . = |

Deseribe ahom you did aifect, influvnce or izwvolve
during the past quarter” Give the aumbars of people

involved in cnch principal activity®

-

Your Plan for this quarter cited cegt ain conditions|
this activity wouwld try vo affect. What indigations do
you have that there was an cffect on, or chduge in,

these conditions?

VAT YOU DID wd WHIN
G Hd yowdoto nnnlﬂm.nl. the prlllcx}‘ A
Wi dithes amter this’ ¢ atezony of serciee during the
el urnter” When cere these taaks acconplished?
L]
” t
-
14}
T
N 24
“\. -
N . X
n -
o ;

%

]

THESE. ACCOMPLISHMENTS
PLAN FOR THIS QUARTER

HOW MANY:

WITH YOUR

5
L P — ——
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AcTION ;
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Project:

»

Activity:

F

THe sprace belor
and fros.
frcident.

is for your comments on v hat §s kippening in yow preject as acdvides -:h.mgc

in response 1o newds,  Please write freely, You do not have 10 limit youfiself to “positive™

“tugl value can alsH be derived from sharing the “what-v ent-+ LTOIG Se
nly cazgestion of the types of Information that ¢dn indicate what you are leaming.

The folloning are .
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